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THE DYSGENICS OF WAR AND 
ALCOHOL. 

BY C .  W. SALEEBY, M.D., F.R.S.E., F.Z.S., 
Author of ‘ I  Parenthood and Race Culture,” 1909, and ‘ I  The Progress 

of Eugenics,” 1914. 

ELSEWHERE * I have tried to show that war is typically dysgenic 
in effect. Hinted at by 
Sophocles, it was clearly stated by Benjamin Franklin, and by 
Herbert Spencer in his “Study of Sociology.” It is found in the 
first edition of Charles Darwin’s “ Descent of Man” (1871), and 
an interesting restatement of it, from a slightly different point of 
view, was added by the illustrious author to the second edition 
(1874), doubtless in consequence of his reflections upon the 
Franco-Prussian War. German and other authors have also 
referred to it, but the most valuable discussion of the subject 
known to me is that of my friend, Principal David Starr Jordan, 
of Leland Stanford Junior University, California. His Human 
Harvest ” is now, however, out of print, and we must await the 
new volume, “War and the Breed,” which, he tells me, may 
appear this summer. For the first reference to this author’s 
work I am indebted to the comments on it in Professor J. Arthur 
Thomson’s “ Heredity.” The chief points in which, perhaps, I 
may have supplemented the work of these writers are in refuting, 
by Darwin’s own words, Bernhardi’s “ biological” argument for 
organized murder of the weak, so-called “ ennobling war” ; and 
noting that one sex, the more important of the two from the racial 
point of view, wholly escapes the reversed:selection of war; and 
that modern war, as waged by this country, is peculiarly dysgenic, 

* Lecture on “The Longest Price of War,” before the Mancheater 
Statistical Society, delivered November 11, 1914. Also “ The Dysgenics 
of War,” Contemporary Review, April, 1915, end Reports of the Chadwick 

Lectures, delivered at Brighton, May, 1915. 

The argument is by no means new. 
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in that the voluntary system takes, on the whole, the best psychical 
as well as the best physical qualities. Observation of our new 
armies, in the course of many lectures to them since last Septem- 
ber, suggests that finer soldiers, in terms of every vital character, 
can never have, taken the field. Nor have many opportunities 
given any ambiguous verdict as to the sinister contrast between 
these splendid men and only too many of those who have been 
left behind. As one who has always hitherto upheld the volun- 
tary system of enlistment, I am free from bias in deploring the 
fact that this system must be more dysgenic than compulsion, 
and that the racial consequences may be formidable if losses be 
very large. On the other hand, it may legitimately be urged 
that volunteers may win a war more quickly, may attend better 
to hygienic precautions, and may exhibit a higher standard of 
conduct in relation to what I call the racial poisons-alcohol and 
venereal disease-those enemies of standing armies, and through 
them of the race, as Charles Darwin noted in his addition 
to the ‘‘ Descent of Man.”* 

Great and lasting as must be the debt of all eugenists to our 
master, the late Sir Francis Galton, the fact remains that he 
omitted to discuss factors of racial injury which are quite im- 
measurably more important than any which he considered at all. 
He totally ignored war, and he totally ignored the racial poisons, 
though both were mentioned as dysgenic factors by Charles 
Darwin, his cousin, and though alcohol was splendidly fought 
by Dr. Erasmus Darwin, that pioneer of pioneers. The more is 
this to be regretted as it doubtless accounts, in large degree, for 
the fact that, despite my unceasing but inadequate exertions 
ever since 1904, those who have now come under the eugenic 
standard are only just beginning to appreciate the importance of 
the factors which Galton ignored, and the full maleficence of 
which is now becoming clear. Again, therefore, as in my volume 
of last year, I appeal to Major Leonard Darwin, now President 
of the Eugenics Education Society, to assume the mantle of that 
veritable prophet, his illustrious great-grandfather, and to direct 
eugenic education against alcohol in the light of our new know- 
ledge. 

* See Chapter V., section headed “Natural Selection as affecting 
Civilized Nations.’’ Curiously enough, this most important reference 
of all is omitted by Principal Jordan, and by Major Leonard Darwin in 
his Ietter to The Times, September 26, 1914. 
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As regards venereal disease, overwhelming evidence will be 
forthcoming in the Report of Lord Sydenham’s Commission, now 
in preparation. That report will further show that alcohol 
always and everywhere plays into the hands of those accursed 
maladies, and is thus, beyond question, argument, or possibility 
of denial, the best friend of the foulest enemies of racial health, 
whether of the body or the mind. There is evidently nothing 
else that really matters to be said. Schaudinn’s discovery of the 
Spirochete pallida, followed by the elaboration of the Wassermann 
test, and my friend Dr. Kerr Love’s demonstration thereby of 
the syphilitic nature of much ‘‘ inherited” deaf-mutism, followed 
by similar demonstrations for epilepsy and mental deficiency- 
these make a new epoch for medicine and for eugenics. All the 
deplorable and notorious nonsense published in the interests of 
obsolete statistical “ methods,” or of class or political prejudice, 
goes by the board. Even the patient labours of the American 
Eugenics Record Office ever since 1910, upon these subjects, 
must be set aside as almost valueless, since the Wassermann test 
was not employed. And that which aids and abets syphilis 
must be incriminated accordingly. 

But alcohol is also a racial poison itself, as I have been trying, 
until latelyin vain, to teach those who have come to eugenics 
since that memorable date in May, 1904, when we asked Galton 
to introduce the subject on the platform of our newly-formed 
Sociological Society. The direct dysgenic action of alcohol I 
have often discussed in this Journal, references to which are 
superfluous, but nowhere in such detail as in the Eugenics Review 
itself, for April, 1910. To look at that article, five years later, 
is to realize the amazing advances that a single lustrum may 
sometimes achieve. Not merely has Laitinen finished his work 
in Helsingfors, we have not merely recognized fully the import- 
ance of an inherited nervous trait as predisposing to alcoholism,” 
but we have eliminated that factor by many means. Better even 
than Dr. Mjoen’s paper to the International Eugenics Congress 
in 1912 is the work of Dr. Bertholet, adding Switzerland to 
Finland and Norway, and of Dr. Stockard, of New York. This 
author, in the Joarnal of Heredity, February, 1914, shows that 
racial alcoholism injures the second as well as the first filial 
generation : “an injury of the germ cells may express its effect on 

* The above-mentioned fact was first defined by the present writer’s 
grandfather, Dr. Caleb Williams, in his “ Criminal Responsibility of the 
Insane,” published by John Churchill in 1856 (see pp. 25,26). 
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the offspring and be passed through subsequent generations.” 
This is the answer to the ingenious theory, so popular with 
the alcoholic party, that alcohol raises a race by weeding out the 
nervous, defective and susceptible. Another answer is the in- 
crease of alcoholism and alcoholic insanity in modern industrial 
Italy, imaginatively supposed by Dr. Archdall Reid and his 
school to be immune, by reason of long racial acquaintance 
with wine. Those present at the Milan Congress in 1913 heard 
the facts, but a greater Italian preoccupation has prevented their 
printing. 

Meanwhile our best are dying at the front; the remainder, 
including many of the mothers of the future, are drinking, e.g., 
in March, 1915,25 per cent. more spirits than in March, 1914. 
The evidence, clinical and experimental, is clear, as shown by 
Mjoen,* that it is the stronger solutions of alcohol which have 
the more signal and disastrous blastophthoriac effect-to use the 
term of Bertholet’s master, Professor Forel. On these and other 
grounds-above all, that the manufacture of whisky is the de- 
composition of food into poison, when food supply may decide 
the fate of Freedom-once again we should demand the entire 
prohibition of spirits, at least for the duration of the war,? 

* See Problems in Eugenics, vol. ii., p. 172, and Race Hjtienc, by Dr. J. A. 
Mjaen (Kristiania, 1915, Jacob Dybwads Forlag, in Norwegian) ; also 
Hkrkdith et Akoolisme, by Dr. E. Bertholet, with preface by Dr. A. Forel 
(Lausanne, 1914, bdit6 par 1’Agence Romande de l’Ordre Neutre des Bons 
Templiers). 

t The National Efficiency Committee, of which Sir Ronald Ross is 
chairman, is now at work for this as a prime object of its being. 


